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The U.S. Navy’s “... From the Sea” Strategy: 

Sir Julian Corbett Revisited? 

Ths essay begins with a confession. Although I have been a naval officer for more than 

20 years, I had never encountered the work of Sir Juhan Corbett before amving at the National 

War College. Ths nught be more easny understood If Corbett mas considered an obscure 

proponent of some hmited aspect of naval strategy. but he is not In fact. a cursory search of 

references on naval strategic thinking clearly identifies Corbett as one of but a handful of 

anportant writers on the use and effitlveness of sea power 

In my own defense and as a partral posstble explanation of my ignorance. the research also 

mdlcates that Corbett was often overlooked by hrstorians of the t- S. Navy. perhaps 

o\ershadoued by his American near-contemporary. Captam Afi-ed Thayer Mahan Recent 

histories of the U S Navy by such well-known naval writers as former Naval Academy professor 

Kenneth Hagan. and rettred Navy Captain Edward Beach whose works of both fiction and non- 

fiction on naval matters have been widely read by naval officers. have dozens of references to the 

works of Mahan. but neither even so much as mentions Julian Corbett.’ 

The Brittsh strategrst fares only shghtiy better m former Navy Secretary John Lehman’s 

book on his stewardship of a revitahzed U.S naval strategy during the Reagan admmistratlon. 

T.ehman’s controversial marttime strategy is often remembered more for its linkage to naval force 

’ See This People’s Navy. Kenneth J Hagan, The Free Press. New York, I99 1. and also The United States b a\\. 
Edward L Beach, Henry Holt and Company, New York. 1986 
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structure: i e -- rts intellectual Justification of the need for a 600 ship navy with 15 carrier battle 
I 

groups -- *ban for its srrategx value. but tlxs IS an unf& assessment. If read completely, 

Lehman’s formulation contams more than enough internal logic, historical references. and 

qualifjmg caveats to earn it a rightf3 place in the historical body of works on naval strategy 

Unfortunately. wtie Lehman fully covers the tradmonal emphasis on “command of the 

sea” porn ThucJdldes through Lord Selson and on mto Mahan, he makes bur one reference to Sir 

Juhari, wnh the additional slight of getting the surname wrong m the reference 

i+%le by 1984 \+e had one document contaming a comprehenslve maritime strategy, I 
1% as at pams to keep rermndmg the navy and the marme corps that, in the words of Sir 
Juhd.n Corbm. %oorhmg 1s so dangerous 111 the study of uar as to psrmx maxxns to 
become a substnute for judgment ’ (emphass added) 

,-Uthough several naval theorists do cover Corbett’s contrlbutlons, mcluding prominent 

nakaljsts such as Cohn Gray at Penn State Lmverslty.3 it 1s clear that &han is kmg in C S Navy 

thmkhg Or perhaps. wa king 1s the more appropriate charactellzation For while America’s 

marttlfne strategy m the 1980’s was awash m Mahaman concepts of global command of the seas 

and takmg the battle to the enemy’s fleets, those days are gone. The collapse ofthe Soviet emprre 

and cdncormtant financlal reahtles have reduced the Russian navy to near strategic irrelevance 
1 

The Director of Naval Intelligence has repeatedly said that. except for its stti considerabIe 

’ Command of the Seas Bulldmg the 600 Shrp Naw, John F Lehman, Jr, Charles Scrrbner’s Sons, New York, 
1985. $age 130 
’ \ee Cnlm \ Graq, 7 he I e\eraQe of Sea Power The Free Ptcs Uew York 1992. and 7 he \am m the Post-Cold 

War World, Gray, Penn Stare Unwerslty Press. Unwrsq Park, Pennsyl\anla. 1991 tar excellent dlscusslon and 
analysii of Corbett 
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submarme force, the Russian navy is III no condition today to challenge U.S fleets m any theater 

of op62rations -I 

The demise of the Soviet Union and the bipolar structure of international power politics 

had aS_other, less ob\-Ious strategic nnphcatlon for U S pohcymakers: the loss of our strategic 

“.rival” also meant the loss of an effective “brake” on U.S. mvolvement us the seemmgly endless 

arrq of regional disturbances Rkch could negatively affect global C S ltlterests For more than 

a decade, the legacy of Vietnam combined with superpower stalemate to effectively limit U.S. 

mihtary mterventlons outside our henusphere Suddenly, the calculus changed In an era of 

‘Golent peace” characterized b> mcreasing political mstabihty and regional \lolence. the United 

States has become relatively +ee” to choose when and where to become mvolved rmlitanly. 

It was against tlxs strategic backdrop ~II the Fall of 1992 that the U S Kavy and Marme 

Corps unveiled their Jomt strategic ‘white paper.. entitled . . . From the Sea 5 From its opemng 

understatement that ..the world has changed dramatically m the last two years.. to its closing 

commentary on the future role of naval forces to “provide the Nation’s leaders wth a till range of 

optioqs to preserve regional balances, lay the foundations for coalition operations, provide 

assistance to Americans ~fl danger, respond to crises of every type, and project dectslve power 

’ Statements made durmg mtervxws wth Pentagon reporters, 1995-96 
5 . . . Fr+m the Sea Preparmg the Naval Service for the 2 I” Century, Jomt L S Yavy - U S Marmes Corps white 
paper October 1992 VOW: I have speaficall) chosen to use the orlgmal document rather than the -%?date” 
Fomar~ From the Sea signed m 1995 because the ‘92 document remams. m my VRW, the controllmg document 
The cober letter to Forward From rhe Sea notes the enduring force of the ongmal. and contrtbutes httle m the 
way of new strategic thmkmg 



ashore,‘* the document 1s wholly consistent with Corbett’s vrew of marmme strategy, although it 

flows from a slightly different baste assumption. 

As noted by John Gooch in the course reading. both Corbett and Mahan shared the 

current C S Navy vrew on the importance of command of the sea. 

/ Lrke Mahan, Corbett saw command of the sea as the central rssue 111 naval warfze. 
Thereafter he disputed everything Mahan had satd about n. to Corbett command of the 
sea was a relative and no- an absolute. It could be either general or local, temporary or 
permanent Where ?vfahan suggested that command of the sea was possessed by one side 
or the other, Corbett proposed that tms state of afkrrs was highly unusual: normally the 
seas were uncommanded ’ 

During the Cold FVar, U S naval strategists focused on the anticipated battle with the 

Soblet navy for command of the sea, an intellectual enterprise which many would say culminated 

m the enunciated maritime strategy under John Lehman With the advent of the 1990’s and the 

d-shed pouer of Russian naval forces. overall K S “command of the seas” 1s considered a 

given by the drafters of . ..From fhe Sea. The phrase appears only twice in the document But an 

important distmctlon. remtniscent of Corbett’s emphasis on “sea control” rather than command of 

the seas, is made clear by the two citations. 

Our abrlity to command the seas m areas where we anticipate future operations allows 
us to resize our Naval Forces and to concentrate more on capabrlities requrred rn the 
complex operatmg environment of the “httoral” or coastlines of the earth . Masiery of 
the littoral should not be presumed It does no! derive directly from command of the 
high seas It 1s an objective which requrres our focused skrlls and resources.’ (Emphass 
added) 

6 . . . F&t the Sea, page I and page 1 I 
’ John Gooch, “-Mantune Command Mahan and Corbett,” Seapower and Stratea; edlted by Cohn S Gray and 
Roger W Bamett Tn-Service Press, London, 1959. pp 3930 
8 . . . From the Sea page 3 and page 7 



The Savy’s shift m focus “-away fiorn open-ocean wartightrng on the sea toward Joint 
I 

operations conducted from the sea’*’ is made possible by the end of:he Cold War and the collapse 

of the Soviet navy The new strategy reflects the changed nature of that threat as well as an 

apprecratron for the way U S naval power has actually been used time and agam since World War 

II crisis response and expedmonary warfare 

The essential elements of the -.. From the Sea strategy cbselq parallel many of the 

parameters of what Corbett called “naval” as opposed to ?narmme” strategy. John Gooch neatly 

encapsulates the di&rence between the two 

Corbett drew a clear dlstrnction between marrtune strategy and na\ al strategy By 
marztnne strategy he meant the principles governrng a war m wluch the sea 1s a substantial 
factor Vatal stratet IS what deternuned the movement ofthe fleet after marmme 
strateg had determined what part the fleet should play 111 relation to land forces. I” 

The consideration of ‘what part the fleet should play 111 relation to land forces” IS central 

to . . . From the Sea Although the aggressive marrtirne strategy of the 1950-s intended to 

influence the contmental military balance by threatening the “flanks” of the Sovret empue. its 

focus on engaging the Soviet navy far out to sea and other “blue water” operations made its 

relation to the land battle seem remote to many analysts. Cohn Gray argues that many snnply 

farted to grasp the strategic rather than operational nature of the relation&p between land and sea 

operatrons. 

To argue, in 1980’s terms, that Soviet tank anrues seelung to rrrupt mto Germany 
probably could not be stopped by the direct action of Western sea power - even sea 
power eqmpped with Tr,muhuwk cruke miwlec -- shmv~ a qevere lack of grasp of the 

subject under debate. MaJor land powers can be overthrown only by action on land 

3 
. . . From the Sea. page 3 

lo John Gooch “Marrtlme Command Mahan and Corbett. ’ page 39 
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drrectly agamst the bases of then strength, or through therr rnternal political collapse . . . 
I To notice . that Napoleon was beaten on land at Leipzrg and finally at Waterloo, rather 

than at TrafaIgar. 1s to notxe only the obvious. To focus hea\@ on the consequences of 
battle on land IS to rxk f&ling to comprehend how, and by what means, the strategrc 
conditions were estabhshed for defeat on the ground.” 

One current *strategic condmon” for which there seems to be umversal agreement among 
I 

naval analysts. is that today there exists no credible challenge to the ma&me supremacy of the 

U S vd N&AT0 alhes As one analyst put It, “We seem to be back to the questron so 
I 
I 

perce 
P 

trvely asked by Samuel Huntingdon m 1954 - what do navres do when they have 

undis 
P 

uted command of the sea9”” The answer, GeofEey Till says, IS simple but important: you 

can turn your attention ashore because “it was where they had an impact ashore that navies were 

at thejr most mfluentlal. Bemg strong at sea was snnply an enablrng capacity provrding such 

leverage ** ” 

Current Na\? leadership could not be more clear in then apprecratron of the pivota role of 

the Navy and Marme Corps as “enabhng forces” to permit heavy. land-based ground and air 

forces to enter the war-tune theater From documents such as . . . From the Sea. to congressional 

testrmony and other public statements. the theme IS consrstent The phrase constantly used by 

semor Navy leaders for the past four years has been that naval forces do not win wars: their role 

1s to deter confhct by forward presence and If that falls. to secure the airfields and ports that will 

be used to brmg the ‘tvar winmng” forces to the fight. Corbett put It this way 

” Cohn Gray. The Yam m the Post-Cold War World. pp 8-9 
” See Geoffrey TIII, “Marrtrme Strate,v and the Twenty-First Century.” Seauower Theon and Practxe, edlted by 
Geoffrey TIN, Frank Cass & Company, Ltd , Essex Great Bntam, 1994. page IS6 , 
I3 Ibld 



; Smce men hve upon land and not upon the sea, great Issues between nations at war ha\e 
~ always been decided - except m the rarest cases - either by what your army can do agamst 
) your enem) s territory and natlonal life. or else by the fear of what the fleet makes it 

possrble for your army to do. 
The paramount concern, then, of marltune strategy 1s to deterrnme the mutual relations 

of your army and navy III a plan of war.lJ 

Juhan Corbett is frequently hnked to B H Liddell Hart as proponents of hmited warfare 

and the “mdirect approach.” what some have called the “Brmsh way” m warfare I’ Clearly 

Ccrktt’~ emphases on dispersion of fleet umts to both protect ad attack sezkv-rx commerce. 

open pd closed blockades, and amplxbious operations are consistent with Llddell Hart’s overall 

strategic approach. 

What makes Corbett so relevant to current U S naval strategy is that, unlike the tune at 

whxh both he and Liddell Hart were wrmng when unlimited war appeared to be becoming the 

norm. today we see clearly Zimi?ed war as the most hkely use of the C S rmhtaq. As Enc Grobe 

noted !l~l his Introduction to Corbett’s Some Prmcmles of Marmrne Strategy 

Corbett IS modem in another sense. too He recognizes, as his tierman mentor 
[Clausevvltz] did, that &ted objects produce linuted wars. . the post-l 945 linxted wars 

~ m which marmme forces have played such an unportant role would have come as little 
surprise to hnn [CorbettJ.‘6 

Mer $l. what did Corbett say &tory showed the actual ‘Yimctions of the fleet” to be:” 

” Jullat;i S Corbett, Some Prmcmles of Mantime Stratem. Naval Institute Press, Annapolls. Maryland, 19S8, page 
16 
Is I,olm G-a> 1 he Va\% m the kxt4old War World yage 46 
I6 Jullari Corbett. Some Prrnc&s of Marltlme Strategy, page YX\I 
‘TIbld,page317 
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n The prevention or securing of alliances 

I The protectron or destruction of commerce 

n The furtherance or hmdrance of military operations ashore 

Corbett’s Yimcttons of the fleet” closely parallel the current and future roles for naval 

forces lad out III . . . From the Sea 

q Operate forward to project a posmve Amencan image, butid foundations for 
viable co&ions 

n Brag to bear decaive power on and below the sea. on land and r.n the air 

H Deny access to a regional adversary, rnterdict the adversary’s movement of 
supphes by sea. and control the local sea and an.‘* 

It 1s obviously possrble to overreach when notmg the snmlarities between Corbett’s 

principles and U.S naval thmking II-I the 1990’s. There are important geostrategic differences 

bemeen that era and today And . . . From the Sea notwtthstandmg, there are still many naval 

officers who find Mahan’s focus on concentratmg naval forces for decisive battles more 

compelliig than Corbett’s less direct approach Nevertheless. I submit that the “brg pieces” of the 

two sl rategies overlap stgnificantly. 

The most important connection 1s the subordinatton of “naval strategy” to the overarching 

“mason strategy” being pursued, rncluding the primacy of the polmcal objectives. The next most 

nnportant common element IS the focus on the hkelihood of liited wars, and the abihty to shtfi 

I8 
. . Fbn rhe Sea. page 6 and page 8 
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focus away from acbeving command of the seas and toward exploiting sea control in the region 

of rnterest or confhct 

Fmahy. but importantly, Corbett’s sign&ant emphasis on amphibious operations is 

thought by some to have been excessive I9 By . . . From the Sea standards, It may have been too 

modest’ If our current Navy and Marme Corps strate@s have prognosticated well - and I 

beheve the? have - the need for mobrle, pre-packaged expedmonary forces wtll only increase in 

the decade ahead In short, the Navy - Marme Corps team at sea wrll remain the force of choice 

for military operations rangrng fi-om deterrence and cns~s management to humanitarian assistance. 

As Geofhey Till remarked, naval thinkers have. 

recast their theories and their concepts to focus more on power&m the seaand less 
on power at sea. . The ablllty to focus a hgher proportlon of naval elfbrt on the 
proJectton of power ashore rather than on control of the sea would seem to amply that the 
leverage of seapower over the world’s affaiis wrll certainly not drmnnsh in the future but 
on the contrary ~111 probably grow ” (emphasls UI ongtnal) 

And now. one last observation. an approprtate one grven the mission of the Katronal War 

College Throughout thrs paper the nnportance of relating seapower to objectives ashore has 

been underscored tune and agarn The log& and essential corollary of thrs. recogmzed both by 

Corbett and m . . . From the Sea. 1s the need to coordinate closely between land (and ar) and 

naval forces. Str Julian never used the word “Jo& but he certamly understood the concept! 

Corbet’t understood and sought to tap the synergy created by combmed mtlitary operations that 

are m synch with the overall pohtrcal objecttves. That was ‘*Grand Strategy” for Corbett: 

I9 John Gooch. *Mannme Command Mahan and Corbett.-’ page 44 
” Geofiey T111 Warttlme Strategy and the Twenq-First Century.” page 186 
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Now, as Nelson lamented. where great emprres are concerned. wars cannot be 
concluded upon the sea. Such wars cannot be made by fleets alone. But gust as land 
operations demand the co-operation and just co-ordination of horse. foot. and artfiery, 
and as sea operations demand the co-operation and just co-ordination of battleshps, 
cruisers, and flot&as, so are great wars conduc2ed by fhe ordered combinarion of naval, 
mifi2ary, and diplomatic force.” (emphasls added) 

You know, &you add the Ax Force to that last hne, Sir Julian Corbett stAl looks pretty 

current in his strategic inslghts 

” Julian S Corbett. England m the Seven Year‘s War A Studv m Combmed Strategy Quoted m Cohn Gray. 
The Leverage of Seapower. page 239 
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